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ABSTRACT
Results of a recent Adaptech Research Network study looking at what information and communication technologies (ICTs) Canadian college students with learning disabilities found useful, along with data on experts’ recommendations will be presented. We will also discuss a related and ongoing initiative on free or inexpensive ICTs and Apple iPhone, iPad, and iPod Apps that can be useful to students with learning disabilities.
OUTLINE
Learning disabilities (LD) are the most common disabilities among college and university students in the United States, England, and Canada. In addition, many students are unaware they have LD, and believe, instead, along with their parents, teachers, and counsellors, that they are lazy, stupid and/or unmotivated. So it simply does not occur to them that ICTs could help. 
A variety of general use and specialized information and communication technologies (ICTs) are available to help enhance the academic success and satisfaction of students wit LDs. But do students use these? 
Because of the growing number of students with LD in postsecondary education and because of the potential of ICTs to help them succeed, it is important to compare the general use and specialized ICTs seen by experts as potentially helpful with the what students with LD are actually using. This is the main objectives of our research. 
Method and Results
In 2009, we interviewed 58 experts who were knowledgeable about both LD and ICTs that are potentially useful for students with LDs. Participants were 25 postsecondary disability service providers, 14 students, 5 community-based individuals, 5 professors, 5 vendors, and 3 ICT specialists. We also asked them about the advantages and disadvantages of ICTs for students with LD. 
Table 1. Advantages of using ICTs for students with learning disabilities

Advantage






Percent

Supports success





76%

Independence / autonomy




38%

"Leveling the playing field"




31%

Increased confidence and motivation, decreased stress
29%

Table 2. Disadvantages of using ICTs for students with learning disabilities

Disadvantage






Percent

Expensive






34%

Technical problems





34%

Time consuming / extra effort




34%

Negative perceptions





29%

Over-reliance on technology




29%

Lack of training / information




26%

Difficulty obtaining services




12%

Reluctance to use technology




12%

During the 2010-2011 academic year, 74 junior/community college students with an LD completed an online questionnaire. Students were presented with a list of 21 of the most popular ICTs recommended by the experts and asked to indicate, for each, whether they used this for school work. 
Comparisons of the 58 experts’ recommendations to those the students reported actually using (see Table 3) show important gaps between the views of the experts and the realties of the students, who, it seems, do not use many of the ICTs that could benefit them.
Comparison of the experts’ ICT recommendations and ICTs used by students with LDs shows important gaps. Table 3 reveals that students do not use many of the ICTs that could, potentially, benefit them. Conversely, most experts did not mention some software tools that students did indicate using, such as SmartPhones/cell phones/iPods, MP3 players, and instant messaging.

We recommend that postsecondary educational institutions hold ICT tech fair days where they demonstrate various forms of ICTs to the student body. Access offices can also offer workshops to students demonstrating various LD related ICTs, providing hands-on experience and individual training. The utility of contemporary ICTs, such as SmartPhones, MP3s, and Apple and Android Apps needs to be investigated. 

Table 3. ICTs used by the students with LDs and recommended by the experts

ICT 







 Students with LDs     Experts           
PC








84%

N/A

Macintosh







26%

N/A

Multipurpose ICTs

Office suite







86%

71%

   Kurzweil







  6%

45%

Wynn








  3%

19%

Médialexie (French language multipurpose software)

 
  3%

17%

ClaroRead







N/A 

  5%

Dictation: Speech-to-Text

Dictation software






10%

65%

SpeakQ







N/A 

  5%

Grammar / Spelling 

Antidote (French language grammar/spelling software)


65%

47%

WordQ







25%

29%

Electronic dictionary






58%

  2%

Screen Reading: Text-to-Speech

Software that reads what is on the screen 



18%

38%

ReadPlease







  4%

12%

MP3 to listen to books/texts





30%

  2%

Reading


E-book







11%

 0%

E-book reader (e.g., Kindle, Sony)




  4%

 0%

PDF (e.g., Adobe Acrobat Reader)




74%

 0%

Scanning and optical character recognition (OCR)

Scanning and optical character recognition (OCR)


27%

 9%

C-Pen








N/A

 9%

OpenBook







N/A 

 3%

Mind-Mapping / Concept Mapping

Inspiration/Concept mapping
 




10%

41%

Recording

Digital recorder






16%

16%

Smartpen







  3%

  3%

Other

Laptop







85%

36%

    Smartphone/Cell phone/iPod, etc.




69%

10%

Instant messaging (e.g., MSN, Skype)




72%

  0%

Digital course materials





N/A 

  5%

Online courses/Notes






N/A 

  5%

Spark-Space 







N/A 

  5%

Word highlighting feature





N/A 

  3%

* N/A indicates that participants were not asked about this.
As for research, more studies are needed on the performance and academic outcomes of students who use LD related ICTs. Only once the impact of these ICTs is demonstrated will postsecondary institutions and government programs display enthusiasm for supporting - and paying for - these technologies.
Free or Inexpensive ICTs 
An off-shoot of this research focused on cataloguing free or inexpensive ICTs that can be of help to students with learning disabilities. Several of the ICTs mentioned in this presentation are described on the Adaptech Research Network web site under "Downloads" <http://adaptech.org/en/downloads>.  This site also includes Apps for iPod touch, iPhone and iPad that could be useful.
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